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Five Species of Fossil Equids Preserved
In-Situ at Ashfall Fossil Beds
It is a curiosity that long ago there
was a diversity of horse species living
contemporaneously in what is now
the Great Plains. At least seven
species coexisted 12 million years ago
in the savanna and woodlands of
Nebraska. Fossil horse skeletons are
common at the Ashfall site, where five
of the seven species have been
recovered. With a new discovery
during the 2016 season, intact
undisturbed skeletons from all five are
now exposed in-situ in the Hubbard
Rhino Barn.
Ashfall is known for the exceptional
preservation of three-dimensional
skeletons, and a closer look reveals
activity at the ancient

waterhole during the catastrophic
dust storm of volcanic ash. For
example, horses perished and were
buried under several inches of
volcanic ash before the barrel-bodied
rhinos perished. Quite often the horse
carcasses were trampled by rhinos;
resulting in displaced and fractured
bones. Also a factor, bone-crushing
dogs scavenged the horse carcasses
resulting in displaced bones marked
with scratches and fractures from
gnawing.
Nonetheless, a few were spared,
and as of this past summer, one
undisturbed skeleton from each of the
five horse species is now exposed insitu in the Hubbard Rhino Barn. Of
benefit to visitors and researchers

Mikayla Stuble tediously excavates volcanic ash from the edges of a
fully articulated skeleton of an adult male Pseudhipparion gratum.

alike, the undisturbed skeletons of
four of the five are fully visible. The
barrel-bodied rhinos out-number –
and outlived all other animals that
perished at the Ashfall waterhole,
which resulted in their remains
positioned directly above the horses
(and other smaller sized species.)
This means that many horse remains
are partially obscured by rhino
skeletons.
All things considered, this past
year’s find of a Pseudhipparion gratum
(the smallest of the Ashfall horse
species) is a remarkable addition.
Even though Pseudhhipparion is the
most common of the horses in the ash
bed with evidence of dozens of
individuals, this is the first
undisturbed skeleton of the species
from the site.
The new find was discovered by
student paleontologist Mikayla
Struble, a summer intern from
Montana State University. Mikayla
has a strong background in vertebrate
anatomy and was able to anticipate
the position of the skeletal elements
during the excavation. A time-lapse
slideshow of the excavation can be
viewed on the Fossil Finds page of the
Ashfall website:
http://ashfall.unl.edu/slideshows.html

The fine preservation of these
delicate horse skeletons is quite a
rarity, and to have all five species
visible for comparison within the
Hubbard Rhino Barn is a great
addition to the display. It will be
interesting to see what new seasons of
excavation reveal and how new finds
might expand our understanding of
the horses that once roamed the
ancient savannas of North America.
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